Abstract This article is part of a larger study on the role of spirituality in coping with breast cancer among Malaysian Muslim women. The study seeks to reveal the meaning of the experience through the stories of three Muslim women surviving advanced breast cancer, to better understand the deep meanings that inform their experiences with spirituality and transformation as they cope with the challenges of breast cancer. Data were gathered using indepth interview. Qualitative methods were used in identifying two themes-illness as an awakening and hope and freedom comes from surrendering to God. The themes were discussed in the context of two broad areas: (1) what are the new meanings these women discovered in their experiences with cancer; and (2) how did the new meanings change their lives? The study suggests that cancer survivors' experiences with cancer and their learning processes must be understood within the appropriate cultural context. This is especially so for spirituality. The common emphasis of spirituality on relationship with God, self and others, may significantly influence how people learn to live with cancer.
means, for her, that God has chosen her to have this cancer. Seeing her disease, coram deo, is a dimension of the meaning, she and she alone, must construct concerning this cancer in her breast. Nobody from outside can give her any meaning. It is just she and God. At this point, she was facing the risk of evading this responsibility and going on with a life of inauthentic existence. Or she could embrace the personal invitation from God to find meaning in her existence and her own authentic life.
Malaysia is situated in central southeast Asia, bordering on Thailand in the north, with Singapore and Indonesia to the south and the Philippines to the east. Malaysia is also a multiethnic country comprised of three major ethnic groups-Malays, Chinese and Indians.
Breast Cancer and Malay Muslim Women in Malaysia
In Malaysia, Malay Muslim women suffer disproportionately from the burden of breast cancer (Yip et al. 2006) . They experience higher cancer mortality and lower 5-year relative cancer survival rates than that experienced by Chinese and Indian groups (Hisham and Yip 2003) . Furthermore, Malays and other non-Chinese ethnic groups are more likely to present with advanced disease (Leong et al. 2007; Hisham and Yip 2003; Lim and Yahaya 2004) . It has been suggested that Malay Muslim women patients tend to turn to spirituality as a means of coping with the illness. Is this the reason, some of them are refusing or discontinuing treatment? At present, there is scant research being carried out to understand this phenomenon in Malaysia.
Literature Review
What is Spirituality?
The definition of spirituality continues to be polarized in the western literature (Meraviglia 1999) . Some researchers use spirituality and religiosity interchangeably, (Hill et al. 2000) and others prefer to differentiate the two (Tisdell 2003) . Religion is understood as an organized community of faith that has specific rules of behavior, and spirituality is equated with the personal, subjective experience of something greater than oneself. It is about how people make meaning, an aware honoring of the sacred in our lives (Tisdell 2003) . In this context, it is acknowledged that not every individual who seeks self-awareness, selfempowerment and self-actualization pursues a particular religious belief or faith. Hill et al. (2000) . On the other hand, we are cautioned against this bifurcation of the meanings of religion and spirituality, because such bifurcation neglects the fact that most people experience spirituality within an organized religious context, especially in those cultures where religion continues to play a dominant role in the formation of identity and the ultimate values of those cultures.
Spirituality from the Islamic Perspective
In an Islamic context, for example, there is no distinction between religion and spirituality as there is no separation between thoughts and action (Nasr 1987) . From the Islamic perspective, religion is the broader construct which encompasses a 'way of life' (Fig. 1) .
It covers not only rituals but also politics, and social and economic life. In fact, spirituality is not separate from religion; it is rather its inner dimension (Z. Stapa, personal communication, July 20, 2007) . According to this view, religion as it is expressed in prescribed religious activities provides the roadmap to one's ultimate purpose in life, that is, to live continuously in relationship with God, the Creator. Thus, the separation between religion (the roadmap) and spirituality (the Purpose the roadmap serves), most likely, is not accepted in the Islamic way of life. This is because to be spiritual but not religious may make a person spiritual but without religion or a road map to reach God; he or she may be misguided (Nasr 1987) . Similarly, to be religious but not spiritual may make a person religious, but without self-understanding and consciousness, he or she is considered spiritually dead. Therefore in Islam, religion and spirituality are integrated into a unitary way of life.
Another important factor which distinguishes Islamic spirituality and post-modern western spirituality is its source. Islamic spirituality is based on the words of God as expressed in the Qur'an (Muslims' Holy Book) and cannot be based on human speculation. Therefore, the development of the Muslims' spiritual life must be based on the acts of worship and living the religion as ordained in the Qur'an.
The foundation of spirituality in Islam is based on three important concepts: Islam, Iman and Ihsan or 'surrender', 'faith' and 'virtue' (Nasr 1981) . Islam refers, first, to those outward forms and practices to which the faithful Muslim must conform to be in fellowship with God (Allah). Iman is the belief in the Unseen, that is, believing what Allah the Invisible One has taught as contained in the Qu'ran. Ihsan is the paradox of worshipping Allah as if Allah has become visible.
Islam is the state of belief and faith that makes one a member of the Muslim community. The spiritual stage deepens in the stage of Iman, as the truths of the Islamic faith begin to enter the heart and the person voluntarily and freely comes to love Allah. With the consciousness of Allah being heightened further, the individual is ready to enter the stage of Ihsan. It is at this stage of heightened consciousness of Allah that one begins to feel Allah's intimate presence in his or her life.
Spirituality and Coping
There has been an increasing interest in the role that religion and spirituality might play in patients' responses to cancer (Lin and Bauer-Wu 2003; Thuné-Boyle et al. 2006) . Spiritual coping is defined as a process that people utilize to find meaning in stressful circumstances (Pargament 1997) . Spiritual coping can be divided into two broad patterns: positive coping, i.e., a constructive drawing upon spirituality for support and negative coping, i.e., engaging in spiritual struggle and doubt Ano and Vasconcelles 2005) . It has also been noted that cultural background assumes an important role in the way people make meaning of suffering and illness, and spiritual beliefs may have an impact on how people cope with the illness (Tzeng and Yin 2006) . For a Muslim, it can be important to die with loved ones present, in a heightened state of awareness of Allah (Al-Ghazali 1991) , and dealing with illness may well be not only a matter of returning to physical or mental health but of journeying toward enlightenment (Al-Haddad 1989) . Given the importance of cultural background, it should also be emphasized that research on spirituality in a health context has been predominantly conducted in the United States. Thus, findings are limited to this specific religious-cultural context and should be enlightened by contributions from other countries. The research reported here explored the role of spirituality in response to advanced breast cancer in a sample of Malay Muslim breast cancer survivors.
The following research question serves as a guide for this study: What is the experience of coping for Muslim Malay women living with breast cancer and how does their religion shape their experience?
Methodology
In this study, the researcher conducted in-depth individual interviews as the primary technique, to uncover meanings these women had constructed in their lives after being diagnosed with breast cancer. All interviews with participants were made at a mutually agreed time. One of the main challenges encountered interviewing women with breast cancer involved building a trusting relationship, so that the participants were comfortable talking about such a personal topic. Discussing transformative and spiritual experiences may be difficult because, for most people, spiritual issues are a very personal and private topic. However, this difficulty was overcome by becoming a familiar face to them through becoming a volunteer with a breast cancer support group, which was based at the university, where the researcher had enrolled as a graduate student.
Personal referral was exclusively adopted because access to potential participants was difficult (Burns and Grove 2001) . The subject of breast cancer is still a taboo in Malaysian society; therefore, a womanwho has breast cancer is not likely to reveal herself. Therefore, snowballing provided the researcher access to potential participants based on recommendation or reference from a participant (Merriam 1998) . 'Rahmah', 'Aisha' and 'Aminah' (pseudonyms) volunteered to participate in the interview and signed the informed consent form. They met the primary criteria for the study: participants must have reported in a verbal communication with the researcher about the significance of spirituality in their lives after breast cancer. The interviews were transcribed verbatim and consecutively analyzed according to the constant comparative method.
Findings
'Believers do not die. They only pass through this temporal life to the everlasting life'. -Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him)
The Participants
The three women, Rahmah, Aminah and Aisha had university educations and were well established in their careers before they had breast cancer (Table 1) . Rahmah and Aminah quit their jobs when they experienced a recurrence of the disease while Aisha decided to stop working after she was first diagnosed with breast cancer. With regard to health background, all the women had no family history of cancer. All of the women were well advanced into their survivorship. As far as religious background was concerned, all of the women interviewed acknowledged having basic religious upbringing in Islam.
In terms of life history, all of the women could be described as having a 'good life' without any major personal crises in their lives prior to breast cancer diagnosis. All of the women interviewed, enjoyed strong support from husbands, parents, siblings and friends.
Two theme clusters emerged from the in-depth data, highlighting that breast cancer experience meant more than a physical disease, but a learning journey characterized by (1) illness as an awakening and (2) peace and strength through surrendering to the will of Allah.
Illness as an Awakening
The women believed that everything must happen for a reason. So what is the reason for having cancer? The women interviewed had their own stories of looking for the answers. For all three women interviewed, their advanced illness became a spiritual awakening as they came to understand that their experience of cancer ultimately brought them to the deep realization that everything and everyone is under the dominion of Allah. The women discovered that the burden of their breast cancer became more bearable as they realized how the disease brought them closer to Allah. Illness, therefore, was regarded as a sign of God's love and grace, not punishment.
Rahmah, a 47-year-old psychotherapist was trained in the United States. She had an illustrious career until she was told that she had what she was told was incurable breast cancer. Her cancer was already spreading to her bones. Rahmah was devastated initially but after finding herself, she found a deeper, more profound relationship with Allah.
By turning to Allah, Rahmah was able to see that everything that happens is not a chance event in a random universe, but a sign from Allah. Therefore, she embraced all that occurs, including the challenges of breast cancer, as a gift from God. Rahmah came to feel that Allah was deeply and personally engaged with her in her struggle. She said: ''Usually things happen to me because God wants to show me something. That makes me so grateful. You know, this test that I get is very, very small compared to the loads of joy God has given me.'' Rahmah was no longer afraid of cancer because the illness awakened her to a new perspective upon life and death. Life is not an end in itself but only a test from Allah to see who among the creatures are truly grateful. Death, on the other hand, is not the end of existence, but a new beginning of eternal life and the final return to Allah. With this new meaning, being alive, however briefly, is synonymous with being accountable to Allah. Illness became for her, from within this new perspective, a blessing as it came to provide Aminah is a 37-year-old financial consultant. She stopped working after her cancer spread to her brain. Her husband quit his job to take care of her. Because of breast cancer, Aminah realized how fortunate she had been. She became appreciative of her wonderful life of good fortune and a happy marriage. As a result, Aminah never asked why she had contracted breast cancer. She thanked Allah every day and that sense of gratitude radiated through her smile and cheerfulness during the interview. I accept. When I think of my 37 years of life, it was good. I married Zack. We have no fights and we have beautiful children. I have my parents. I have already bought a house. How could I complain? I have two cars. Enough, I have enough. What else can I ask for? Then I realize, if God did not give me cancer, I will be in the dark forever. Because despite all this wonderful life I have, I never prayed to Him. In the past, I have once asked God to take my life in an accident. But God gave me cancer. He gives me time to repent and to change myself. If I were to die in an accident, I will have no chance to repent. So, I thought God has already given me a REASON to return to Him. How could I complain?! The tribulation of breast cancer, gave the women the blessing of being reconnected with their true selves and with their God. Aisha, for example, came to feel grateful for her cancer because the experience unveiled to her many hidden divine blessings which she had been taking for granted. Remarkably, Aisha has nearly reached a state of transcendent pride in her illness because of her sense of being blessed by Allah. For her, gaining Allah's Paradise is better than anything in the world. The feeling was so sincere and deep that while relating this experience, it brought tears to her eyes.
Some people want to forget that they have cancer. But me, I don't want to. I will not be who I am today if not for this journey. Is cancer a bad thing in your life? You don't be surprised if I say no. When I was telling people, I realize that cancer is not a bad thing. I can cry but not because of cancer but because all the blessings that I felt because of cancer.
Her illness made Aisha regard everything from God as a gift. Illness too, is God's special blessing, Is cancer a bad thing in your life? You don't be surprised if I say no. When I was telling people, I realize that cancer is not a bad thing. I can cry but not because of cancer but because all the blessings that I felt because of cancer… Aisha had a recurrent cancer when a tumor was found in her bones after 5 years in her survivorship. Although she was saddened by the news, Aisha was quick to accept her predicament as her trust in Allah was the most important thing to her, more than her own life. The journey through breast cancer brought Aisha closer to her God than she had ever imagined she would be. The experience had made her feel whole and complete as she relates, I have come to the point that made me realize that I am totally alone in this world. There is only you and God. And the bond is very clear. Bad things do happen, but now I am not sure I can say that having cancer is bad… Some people may want to forget that they have cancer. But me, I don't want to. I will not be who I am today if not for this journey.
Peace and Strength Comes from Surrendering to God
The women had developed a positive attitude particularly of forbearance and greater endurance toward the challenges of their illness. They were able to do this because with every calamity they faced, they came to regard as a sign and an opportunity to bring them closer to Allah.
Aisha presents a good example of how her spirituality became the source of her strength to face the challenges of breast cancer. In her prayers, she finds her way to a deep selfsurrender to Allah.
So please God…You are the Best Sustainer, You are All Hearing, You Know all my weakness, You are the Most Compassionate and the Most Merciful, It is You Who gives Life and Death in your infinite Mercy and Compassion…So, that is currently my prayers…So whether I will be ill or I will be healed, I leave it all to God because He is the Best Sustainer.
Aisha was able to accept the news of her recurrent cancer because her state of total surrender to God has taught her to show forbearance in the face of adversity. Her newfound strength is a pleasant surprise:
What scares me is that I don't know where my strength comes from and that I can accept things. Now I feel joyful. I feel it coming from inside of me. You cannot force these things. They just come. You just feel. Everything excites you. Maybe it comes from being grateful to God for whatever thing happens.
The experience of being connected to their God resulted in an inner peace that allowed the women to attain additional meaning from their illness. As Rahmah relates, Why do I turn to spirituality? Because of the peace I feel. I find that when I read the Quran and when I attend religious talks. To know that God Loves those who are sick, that gives me real peace. God truly Loves us. We must always repent because He is giving us that chance so that we can increase our faith. God truly wants to elevate our status.
When they turn to spirituality, they felt as if all fears were removed as they put their whole trust in God's hands. Rahmah felt more determined to fight cancer because she came to believe strongly that her life and death are determined by Allah and not the doctors. She states:
God has the best reason for me. I never give up. And then 1 day I know I will die. It is up to God whether to take me or prolong my life. If He prolongs my life, if He shortens my life, He has His plan. You don't question God's Plan. Actually cancer is good for you. It gives you more things to reflect.
Discussion and Conclusion
Life-threatening illness such as breast cancer may become a spiritual encounter and a deep emotional experience for cancer survivors as they cope and find a path to healing. For these Malay Muslim women, spirituality had become their greatest source of knowing and learning. Initially, the encounter with the possibility of death and dying had left them with difficult feelings of sadness, shock and helplessness. There were also feelings of self-doubt regarding their relationship with Allah-what Allah had planned for them and whether they were being punished by Allah. This confrontation with their own vulnerability prompted the turn to spirituality and reminded them to open themselves more deeply to Allah. It is important to note that in this context, the disorienting dilemma stemmed not from the power of rational thinking as commonly understood, but from the deep reflection of one's place in the world in relationship to Allah.
As a result, the three participants had a very positive acceptance of their illness as a gift from Allah. They valued their breast cancer experience as a life-awakening experience that made them appreciate the simple joys of life that were unrecognized before. Their illness became the turning point that brought them to a profound engagement with their own essential selves and the experience of the power of hope. In this experience, the women also came to the realization of their own resources through their deepening awareness of Allah as the loving power sustaining them in the adversity of illness. As a result, they regained new strength in the form of not being easily disappointed by difficulties in life. As life was newly appreciated as a trial in preparation for life in the Hereafter, this perspective became their greatest motivator to continue surviving and being committed to continuous self-development. This optimism for life is consistent with the latest studies of people with advanced cancer, which found that patients who turn to religion to cope with cancer are more likely to desire life-saving measures to prolong their life (Phelps et al. 2009 ). For the three Malay Muslim women, as life constitutes a trial for human beings and death is the return of the soul to its Creator, this view serves to keep all their challenges with breast cancer in proper perspective as they tried their best to live in preparedness for what is to come under Allah's sovereignty and knowledge-a prolonged life or a good death.
This study has made visible how spiritual ways of knowing contribute to learning in a life-threatening illness and Muslim cultural context. Spirituality became the centering process as the women turned inward and became conscious of their souls (Dirkx 2001 ) and thus found meaning in their predicament. Learning through spirituality is learning through one's heart or what Islam calls the ''spiritual heart''. The spiritual heart or the qalb is the same as the spirit and the psyche of the human being. It is the seat of human perception that is able to receive Divine inspiration and witness the epiphanies of the Truth. It is the center of human emotions, intentions and aspirations (Al-Ghazali 2007) .
These findings also support others that found that spirituality is an important dimension for cancer survivors, emanating positive feelings toward health and life (Narayanasamy 2001) and that spirituality is culturally determined (McSherry 2006) . Patients' experience of cancer and their coping strategies must be understood within the appropriate cultural context. In the case of the three Malay Muslim women, religion and spirituality significantly influenced how they coped with life-threatening illnesses (Mazanec and Tyler 2003) . Although it was surmised that religious beliefs may influence Malay Muslim women to stop life-saving treatment and rely more on faith (Hisham and Yip 2003) , evidence from this research paints a rather optimistic and beneficial picture of spirituality and religion to Muslims.
The concept of spirituality revealed in this study is in line with the common notion of spirituality as making a connection with God (Pargament 1997) . Spirituality is returning to the essence of all things-of self, of life and of death. For Muslims, it involves connectedness with Allah through remembering and surrendering oneself to the Will of Allah. This conscious realization becomes a powerful motivator in coping beyond the illness.
Findings from this study also underscore that although conventional medical treatment guides important interventions for people with cancer, it is not sufficient to understand the breadth and depth of issues and challenges faced by cancer survivors. Healthcare practitioners and educators should remain attentive to spiritual resources as integral support. Such efforts could improve the quality of life of survivors. These findings can guide further studies to investigate the contribution spirituality makes to effective coping with serious illness and the maintenance of spiritual well-being in the lives of breast cancer survivors.
